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hoping to start exploration in the 
state of Hesse, where elections 
were held simultaneously with the 
federal elections on September 22nd, 
got stuck in the mud of German 
bureaucracy with no political support 
to get their project moving. Moreover, 
the switch to renewable energies 
(‘Energiewende’, see Curr. Biol. (2011) 
21, R379–R381) has the support not 
just of the Green Party but also of 
the two major parties, so it remains 
mainly a question of how to carry it 
out efficiently.
All this may give hope to the 
UK protesters, who still have their 
battles to fight. At the Balcombe 
site, Cuadrilla has closed down this 
summer’s exploratory operation, 
but it is applying for planning 
permission for further investigation, 
so the protest organisation No Dash 
for Gas is standing by for further 
action. West Sussex, like most 
of the rural counties in the south 
of England, is firmly dominated 
by conservative voters. However, 
people in these parts would not like 
to see their green and pleasant land 
turned into industrial wasteland for 
energy production. Nimbyism, which 
Cameron’s government only supports 
when it acts against wind turbines, 
may still crush his drilling dreams and 
wider political ambitions.
Even if Balcombe and its green 
idyll of southern England is saved 
from the new dash for gas, its 
global impact shows that ecological 
concerns still have no way of 
stopping economic juggernauts 
like the quest for cheap domestic 
energy.
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.uk
Night shift: A drilling rig at a fracking site 
in the eastern plains of Colorado, aiming to 
reach the Niobrara Shale formation. (Photo: 
iStockphotos.)
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To the surprise of the general 
public, and even to some students, 
scientists are human. Our lives 
and interests are not limited to the 
lab bench or the computer screen. 
This evident truth is highlighted 
twice over in Brave Genius, the 
new book by evo-devo geneticist 
and popular science writer Sean B. 
Carroll, which traces the lives of two 
Frenchmen who were close friends 
and both of whom won Nobel 
Prizes — Jacques Monod (1965, 
Medicine) and Albert Camus (1957, 
Literature). 
Monod, who co-discovered the 
operon with François Jacob, was 
a talented musician with a lifelong 
involvement in politics, including 
an important period in the French 
Resistance during the Second 
World War. Monod’s life was not 
simply spent thinking about science. 
Equally, by writing what is effectively 
a joint biography of Monod and 
Camus, Carroll has explored his 
own fascination with the events 
surrounding the Occupation of 
France, and with the writings and 
personality of Albert Camus, as well 
as his understanding of Monod’s 
discoveries. 
Camus and Monod met each other 
in 1948, when they both waded 
into the debate over the attack on 
‘bourgeois genetics’ by the Soviet 
agronomist Lysenko. The two men 
agreed in their critique of Stalinism 
and of its distorted view of science, 
and their close friendship lasted until 
Camus’ death in a road accident 
in 1959. This episode, which in 
many respects should be the heart 
of the book, occurs over halfway 
through, after nearly 300 pages of description of the war, Occupation 
and Resistance. 
That opening half of the book 
will interest readers who have not 
read anything about this period, 
but these pages are not focused 
on Camus and Monod. Further, 
the image of the Resistance and 
the Liberation presented is a 
conventional one that does not 
describe the conflicts between the 
various Resistance groups, the 
mutual suspicions of the Resistance 
and de Gaulle’s Free French, or the 
hostility of the Allies towards de 
Gaulle and their suspicion of the 
Resistance. Positioning Camus and 
Monod in this nuanced political 
context would have brought these 
passages to life. 
When the moral difficulties of living 
and working under the Occupation 
are raised, Carroll seems surprisingly 
reluctant to examine them. The 
German censors insisted that if 
Camus wanted to publish his book 
The Myth of Sisyphus, he would have 
to remove a chapter on Kafka, who 
was a Jew. “Camus had no option 
but to comply,” writes Carroll. But 
Camus did have an option, which 
was not to publish under those 
conditions. During the Occupation, 
people made choices that had lasting 
consequences for their subsequent 
reputations. Exploring Camus’ 
choice would surely have been an 
appropriate response to the actions 
of this existentialist philosopher.
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with a dual biography inevitably 
exaggerates the roles of both 
men during this period — Camus’ 
newspaper, Combat, was one of 
many Resistance publications; 
the most important, Défense de 
la France, had a print-run of over 
400,000. Even so, the impact of any 
of the Resistance newspapers on 
public opinion and Resistance action
is uncertain. During the liberation of 
Paris, Monod was operations chief-
of-staff for the Forces Françaises 
de l’Intérieur, but his leadership role 
was nowhere near as important as 
Carroll suggests. It is striking that 
there is no mention of Monod in 
any of the French or English books 
on the liberation of Paris, nor in 
collections of documents from the 
period. 
Perhaps as a result of this 
emphasis on a general description 
of the Occupation, there are key 
events in the intellectual histories of 
both Monod and Camus that are not 
described. For example, as Carroll 
explains, the split between Camus 
and Jean-Paul Sartre came into the 
open in 1952, with a savage review 
of Camus’ The Rebel by Francis 
Jeanson in the pages of Les Temps 
Modernes. But six years earlier, in 
1946, the fault-line between Camus 
and Sartre had begun to emerge 
when Camus attacked the French 
philosopher Merleau-Ponty for his 
defence of the 1930s Moscow show 
trials and his criticism of the ex-
communist Arthur Koestler. Sartre’s 
refusal to distance himself from 
the standard Stalinist defence of 
the USSR showed the difference 
that would soon split the two 
men. Although Carroll situates the 
row in terms of the Cold War, his 
description lacks the specifically 
French context, and feels strangely 
unrooted.
Similarly, in the late 1950s, Monod 
began writing a book entitled 
Enzyme Cybernetics — the French 
popular interest in cybernetics 
was deeper than that in the USA 
or the UK, and it would have 
been interesting to know how 
this affected Monod, and if it 
contributed to the development 
of the feedback model of operon 
function. Instead, Monod’s work 
is connected only to the standard 
account of the development of 
molecular genetics. 
Carroll’s extremely detailed 
description of the Hungarian 
Revolution in 1956 and its crushing 
by the Soviet Union seems out of 
place, as neither Monod nor Camus 
were directly involved. It forms the 
backdrop to an account of Camus’ 
eventual championing of the rebel’s 
cause, but we are not told if Monod 
took a public position, nor why 
Camus remained silent until he was 
publicly called upon to comment, a 
week after the tanks rolled in. 
Monod subsequently spent a 
great deal of time trying to help 
the young Romanian-born scientist 
Agnes Ullmann escape to the west, 
which Carroll describes in great 
detail. These passages are full of 
failed plans and involve a drugged 
lion, an escape across the Danube, 
and an unseemly squabble over 
finances that occurred between 
Monod and Arpad Csapo of the 
Rockefeller Institute in New York. 
Ullmann finally escaped in 1960, 
hidden in a caravan. With Monod’s 
help, she made it to Paris, where 
she subsequently worked with him 
at the Institut Pasteur until his death 
in 1976.
The treatment of the other 
great event in the life of French 
intellectuals in the 1950s — the 
Algerian war — is disappointing. 
There is no mention of the 
widespread use of torture by the 
French army, and the war is said to 
have involved “atrocities committed 
by both sides” — an even-handed 
description that would undoubtedly 
shock Algerians and that few in 
France would now agree with. 
Camus’ muted declarations, and 
his utopian suggestion of a “civilian 
ceasefire” need to be understood 
in terms of his past and his politics, 
and contrasted with the more 
vigorous declarations and actions 
of others. 
It is not clear from Brave 
Genius what Monod felt, either 
about Algeria, or about Camus’ 
interventions. For example, Monod 
did not sign the ‘Manifesto of the 
121’, a June 1960 petition that 
denounced the use of torture and 
called for recognition of the rights 
of conscientious objectors. Was 
this a principled stance on Monod’s 
part, or was he not even asked (the 
signatories were mainly literary folk, 
but included his distant relation, the 
naturalist Theodore Monod)? Did he sign other petitions or make other 
declarations?
The views of both men — and 
their silences — could usefully have 
been highlighted by examining the 
claims of ex-résistants, including 
Camus’ Combat comrade, Claude 
Bourdet, that the French state was 
acting in Algeria like the Germans 
had done in France during the 
Occupation. In Carroll’s account, it 
would appear that when it came to 
Algeria, both Monod and Camus did 
not live up to their previous stances 
against oppression.
Carroll’s interest in the period 
and in his characters is evident. 
The description of Jacob and 
Brenner’s work on messenger RNA 
is particularly effective, if largely 
taken from the accounts of the 
participants themselves. But more 
space was needed to develop 
apparent insights for this account to 
have lasting influence. 
One of the most telling 
examples of this problem is when 
Carroll points out that Monod’s 
work on enzyme ‘adaptation’ 
bore a superficial resemblance 
to Lysenko’s suggestion that 
environmental challenges would 
bring forth appropriate hereditary 
changes in organisms. Carroll 
claims that “Monod decided 
it would be best to banish the 
Lamarckian and Lysenkoist 
connotations of the term ‘enzyme 
adaptation’ and henceforth 
preferred ‘enzyme induction.” But 
the 1953 Nature article in which 
Monod and Cohn proposed the 
change in nomenclature refers 
to ‘adaptation’ only in terms 
of modifications that increase 
fitness — there is no reference to 
Lysenkoist or Lamarckian ideas. 
Here, as at a number of other 
points, it is hard to tell if Carroll 
has made an insight that he has 
not been able to explore due to his 
decision to deal with more general 
aspects of the period, or if he has 
over-interpreted the material to 
hand.
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